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By CHRISTOPHER SYKES
O m ar K h a y y a m . A  n ew  version based u p o n  recen t d iscoveries.
B y  A r th u r  J. A rberry . (Jo h n
THIS publication is the last episode of an exciting story. When FitzGerald first pub­lished his translation of the 
Rubayat in 1859 Omar’s author­
ship was not questioned. Then
scholars proved that this authorship 
was doubtful in so many quatrains 
that by 1934 an eminent savant
j could declare that “ his name must 
■ be struck out of the history of
Persian literature,” and Omar came 
to be regarded, in Professor Arberry’s 
words, as “ a very minor poet, in fact 
no more than a convenient peg upon 
which had been hung any quatrain of 
a slightly sceptical or hedonistic 
character.” Not a man. in short, not 
even a committee, barely a club.
* z  *
After the second world war two dis­
coveries upset these erudite ideas. 
Mr. Chester Beatty acquired a manu­
script of the Rubayat containing 172 
quatrains. No scholar outside Persia 
believed that Omar Khayyam could 
have written half that number, yet 
the phrasing of the title suggested that 
this compilation was only a selection 
from his works. The manuscript had 
been made at Nishapur, Omar’s native 
town, in 1260, only 128 years after the 
poet’s death, and it ante-dated the 
oldest known manuscript by many 
years. But this was only a beginning. 
Shortly affer, another Rubayat manu­
script of yet greater antiquity was dis­
covered in Persia. This one was made 
j only 75 years after Omar’s death, and 
I contained 252 quatrains definitely 
i described as a selection from a greater 
' number of his compositions. It was 
acquired by Cambridge University in 
1950 and the present translation is 
based on both manuscripts. There is 
no longer room for doubt. Omar was 
the author of his works, as the 
ignorant had always believed.
*  *  *
He may now escape from the debate 
and prejudice which have followed 
the reaction against FitzGerald. A 
reaction was inevitable. An absurd 
idea was spread by FitzGerald’s ad­
mirers that Omar was the greatest poet 
■ of the East, but the idea that rose in 
I opposition—that Omar was hardly 
I known in his own country, and if so,
; esteemed no higher than as the local '■ 
j Ella Wheeler Wilcox—was equally 
ridiculous. In fact the Persians
Murray. ISs.)
! esteem him about as high as we do 
Cowper. The legend that he is a nobody 
j in his own language has been provokeu 
partly by the learned belief over a 
long time that he hardly existed, and 
partly by a constant Persian surprise 
that foreigners who do reverence to his 
memory have never heard of Fir­
dausi or Hafiz except as tbe names 
of racehorses. We would be similarly 
amqsed by foreign devotees of 
| Cowper. who only Knew Shakespeare | 
as a gifted politician. To-day defam- 
! ation of Omar can only be excused 
\ by ignorance, but perhaps over-esti-'; 
mation will continue until the 
giants of Persia are translated as . 
I beautifully, even if as wrongly, as j 
Omar was by FitzGerald.
A curious part of the Omar story 
; mentioned in the remarkable and de- 
I lightful introduction is that Fitz­
Gerald made a decided impression on 
: Persian readers, but on one point of 
\ great interest Professor Arberry is 
unsatisfying ; he does not answer the 
j question (which - he raises) as to 
whether in pre-FitzGeraldinc times 
| Omar had actually become obscure in 
| his own country. Persians _ have 
denied the possibility, and in view of 
| Omar’s popularity among those least 
touched by European influence this 
opinion seems correct.
*  *  *
In reinstating Omar Khayyam, 
Professor Arberry is not very kind to 
FitzGerald. It is surely unjust to say 
that but for Swinburne and Rossetti’s 
interest ” FitzGerald’s Rubaiyat 
would . . . have taken a humble place 
among the forgotten products of minor 
Victorian verse,” and an impression 
is allowed to a careless reader 
that FitzGerald invented “ the Book 
of Verses” of his most famous 
quatrain which in fact follows an 
apocrypha extremely closely. In many 
places, inadequately compensated by 
polite remarks elsewhere. Professor 
Arberry shows the mercilessness of 
the revolutionary to his predecessor. 
This is somewhat shocking, especially 
as this version, for all its merits, is in 
a lesser class of poetry than Fitz­
Gerald’s; but the revolution in whose 
name these things arc done is emin­
ently desirable. Omar Khayyam 
triumphs. He was not a morbid 
mystical debauchee, but an inspired 
humorist. He was a really great 
poet, and a truly real man.
